In the aftermath of the Second World War, the Allies prosecuted several thousand former Nazis for war crimes and crimes against humanity. By 1949, 5,025 convictions had been secured in the western occupation zones of Germany alone, with around 500 men and women subsequently executed by Britain, France and the United States. 1 Much of the existing literature on these cases has focussed on the organisation of the trials, points of procedure and legal precedents; or the failure to prosecute even more war criminals. 2 There is also a growing canon of literature exploring the impact of war crimes trials on popular understanding of the Holocaust. 3 However, aside from graphic descriptions of I would like to thank James Campbell and Richard Ward for their constructive comments on an earlier draft of this article. 1 Figures for the precise number of executions vary. The Jewish Virtual Library states 806 figures were sentenced to death, but that only 486 of these executions actually took place; the remaining war criminals had their sentences commuted to various periods of imprisonment or died within custody:
the actual moment of execution within contemporaries' diaries and memoirs, the posthumous history of these war criminals has been hitherto neglected. 4 Unlike most examples discussed in this volume, these executions were not public affairs; while notices of the sentence were disseminated via posters and the press, the criminals themselves were supposed to disappear from view without ceremony. 5 The fundamental aim was to prevent the formation of shrines for Nazi sympathisers. This logic was very much bound up in the broader tenets of the denazification programme whereby the Allies hoped that the obliteration of physical reminders of the Third Reich from the German landscape would help eradicate the last vestiges of National Socialism. 6 Monuments, historical sites and even street signs felt the effects of this process; likewise pre-1945 memorials to fallen soldiers and NSDAP comrades were 'cleansed' of Nazi insignia or destroyed altogether. 7 Yet the representation and remembrance of the Nazi dead could not be so easily controlled. The criminal corpse evoked a powerful resonance long after the point of execution, affecting cultural memories of the recent past and popular understandings of the murderous nature of the Nazi regime. As such, the aftermath of the executions offers an important insight into the complexities of post-war memorial cultures. This article demonstrates this through an analysis of the precedent set by the Nuremberg Tribunal, before exploring the particularly turbulent post-execution history of war criminals hanged by the British in the small town of Hameln in Lower Saxony. 8 
Disposing of the Nazi Dead
The most well known set of executed Nazi war criminals were those condemned by the 1945-6 International Military Tribunal (IMT) at Nuremberg. Twenty-two leading names of the Third Reich were prosecuted for crimes against peace, war crimes, crimes against humanity and conspiracy, among them Hermann Göring, Julius Streicher and Joachim von Ribbentrop. Of these, 10 defendants were eventually hanged on 16 October 1946; Göring committed suicide the night before. 9 The results of the executions were photographed and relayed in graphic form in the American press to serve as witness to the demise of these men and, by extension, the total defeat of the Nazi regime; the majority of UK newspapers held to a 'gentleman's agreement' not to publish the pictures on grounds of taste although that did not prevent the Sunday Pictorial (the precursor to the Sunday Mirror) or the Soviet Weekly from disseminating them. 10 The images, taken by US Army photographer Edward F. McLaughlin, documented what had happened, attempted to dispel rumours that the hangings had been botched, and offered a moral lesson on the evils of fascism. While the precise manner of execution -and the time it took some of these men to die -nonetheless remained the subject of public interest in both Germany and the Allied nations, the corpses themselves were disposed of quietly. There was to be no opportunity for eulogising these 8 For consistency, the German spelling of Hameln is adopted throughout this article, rather than the Anglicised 'Hamelin'. The former is also generally used in British primary sources from this period. 9 The ten executed individuals comprised of Hans Frank, Wilhelm Frick, Alfred Jodl, Ernst Kaltenbrunner, Wilhelm Keitel, Joachim von Ribbentrop, Alfred Rosenberg, Fritz Sauckel, Arthur Seyss-Inquart and Julius Streicher. Martin Bormann was tried and sentenced to death in absentia. For a detailed overview of the Nuremberg tribunal see: Bloxham, Genocide on Trial; Michael Biddis, 'The Nuremberg Trial: Two Exercises in Judgement ', Journal of Contemporary History, Vol. 16, No. 3 (1981) pp. 597-615; Michael R. Marrus, 'The Holocaust at Nuremberg', Yad Vashem Studies, Vol. 26 (1998) pp. 5-41; Joseph E. Persico, Nuremberg: Infamy on Trial (London, 1995) ; Bradley F. Smith, Reaching Judgement at Nuremberg (London, 1977) ; Christian Tomuschat, 'The Legacy of Nuremberg', Journal of International Criminal Justice, Vol. 4, No. 4 (2006) pp. 800-829; Ann Tusa, The Nuremberg Trial (London, 1983) . 10 See, for example, LIFE Magazine, 'Executed Nazi Leaders ', 28 October 1946 . On the British response to the photographs, see The National Archives (hereafter TNA) FO371/56935: Soviet Union 1946 and PCOM 9/635: Mr. Albert Pierrepoint declines to comment on official photographs of the Nuremberg hangings for the United Press Association.
figures. The bodies were cremated and their ashes scattered along the River Isar, theoretically rendering them untraceable. 11 Exactly what to do with the mortal remains of Nazi perpetrators had been the subject of lengthy discussion among the Allies; indeed draft instructions for the 'imposition and execution of death sentences' had been circulated as early as September 1944, while the Second World War was still raging. 12 This initial document permitted the body of an executed war criminal to be buried by the next-of-kin. British responses to these instructions were positive, noting that such a procedure would be in accordance with German law. Indeed, the main points for concern at this stage focussed on ensuring that the condemned individual would have access to a chaplain, and that a minimum period of time was set between the sentence and actual execution to avoid seeming too 'hasty'. 13 However, by October 1945, just weeks before the opening of the IMT, it was evident that other measures were being contemplated. The Legal Division of the Control Commission for Germany in the British occupation zone charged the Special Legal Research Unit (SLRU) in London with investigating whether the burial of executed prisoners within prison grounds was prohibited under German law. 14 This shift, from quiet familial burials to disposal by prison staff, may owe much to the fact that the war was now over, the camps had been liberated and the Allies were struggling to come to terms with the horror of Nazi atrocities. Arguably, they now had a better idea of the sort of perpetrators they 11 Nonetheless, it should be noted that memorials do exist to three of those executed in the wake of the IMT. Alfred Jodl is recalled on an elaborate cenotaph in his family's burial plot at Fraueninsel Cemetery in Chiemsee, and Wilhelm Keitel has memorial stones in both Bad Gandersheim and Ohlsdorf Cemetery in Hamburg.
Ribbentrop, meanwhile, has been memorialised in his wife's family's plot in Biebrich, a borough of Wiesbaden. Knowledge (and photographs) of these memorials persists today online -see, for example, findagrave.com, 'Alfred Jodl', http://www.findagrave.com/cgi-bin/fg.cgi?page=pv&GRid=7010&PIpi=2255578 (accessed 10 August 2013). 12 would be dealing with. At the same time, though -and despite the apparent reluctance to be seen as riding roughshod over existing German customs and sensibilities -it seems that the British were keen to extend domestic policies regarding the disposal of executed prisoners to their treatment of Nazi war criminals in Germany. Since the nineteenth century, those executed in Britain had been buried in the grounds of the relevant prison; adopting the same principle in occupied Germany thus offered consistency with English law. 15 The SLRU findings confirmed that there was no specific provision in German law to prevent burials from taking place within prison grounds. However, it was also noted explicitly that in 'pursuant to section 454 of the German Criminal Code of criminal procedure, the body of the executed prisoner must be handed over to the next-of-kin at their request for a simple burial without ceremony'. 16 In accordance with a decree of 22 October 1935, bodies left unclaimed by relatives would be handed over for medical research at the nearest university or, if this facility renounced its claim, to the police authorities who would then assume responsibility for burying the remains; 'presumably', noted the SLRU, this could take place within the prison precincts. 17 This correspondence between the SLRU in London and the occupation authorities in Germany is significant for several reasons. Firstly, it must be noted that the decrees that the researchers were citing were formulated during the Third Reich. Adhering to these laws after 1945 contradicted the wider Allied 15 Paragraph 6 of the 1868 Capital Punishment Amendment Act stipulated: 'the body of every offender executed shall be buried within the walls of the prison within which judgment of death is executed on him' -Legislation.gov.uk, 'Capital Punishment Amendment Act', 29 May 1868, http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Vict/31-32/24 (accessed 24 February 2014). For details on this process see, for example, TNA PCOM 8/220 and PCOM 8/221: Method of Burial (1903 Burial ( -1925 By December 1945, the issue of disposal within the British occupation zone was becoming more urgent. While the IMT remained in its early stages, the trial of 45 former Bergen-Belsen personnel had already reached its conclusion in Lüneburg.
Death sentences were confirmed on 11 of these defendants yet up until just two days before the executions were carried out, the occupation authorities continued to debate the best means of disposing of the remains. 21 Among the suggestions was 'Operation Overboard', committing the coffins to the sea, although the logistics of organising special transports and shipping eventually led to this being ruled out in favour of secret burial in prison grounds. 22 Throughout the discussions, there was a distinct tension between the desire for discretion, guarding against the formation of a 'martyrdom legend' or the 'possibility of graves becoming… places of national hero-worship'; and the need to show justice had been served. 23 Cremation (as would be used for those convicted by the IMT) was ruled out by the British 'as this would remove all means of identification and evidence of means of death'. 24 This line of argument, also seized upon by critics of 'Operation Overboard', is inherently contradictory given that the British authorities would, in any case, refuse to divulge either physical remains or burial information to relatives of the deceased. The prisoner will be cremated… The ashes will be secretly scattered by the four prison directors in the vicinity of, but not close to, the prison. No information will be given concerning the prisoner's death until after the final and secret disposition of the ashes. Relatives of the deceased will then be notified of the time and cause of death and of the fact of burial. 25 This seeming disregard for relatives' sense of grief would prompt much German criticism of Allied behaviour and, by extension, enable the West German public to cast significant doubt on the validity of the war crimes convictions handed down by Allied tribunals. The executed corpse thus became another symbol of victors' justice.
Looking beyond the IMT to other Allied war crimes tribunals confirms that the disposal of Nazi perpetrators was far from straightforward. Inter-allied agreement quickly broke down and the treatment of executed war criminals varied between occupation zones due to a combination of practical and ideological reasons. In the Soviet-controlled East, there were instances of executed war criminals being sent to the nearest university for medical research or being cremated. 26 Burial, meanwhile, remained the preferred disposal method in the west, although even here there were notable differences between the Americans who offered relatives the option of claiming the remains, and the 25 TNA FO1060/4122, Letter from Maxwell D. Taylor, US Commander, Berlin, to John McCloy, US High Commissioner for Germany, 11 January 1951 and Letter from the Office of the Legal Advisor, Wahneheide to G.O.C, British Troops, Berlin, 22 January 1951. By the start of the 1950s, McCloy was keen to amend what he viewed as an 'unfortunate' procedure. As it was, only Hess died within Spandau, committing suicide in 1987 at the age of 93. By this time, the procedure had been amended. He was buried first in secret but then, in accordance with his will, re-interred in his family's plot at Wunsiedel but exhumed in 2011 as his grave increasingly became a site of pilgrimage for Neo-Nazis. Spandau prison itself was also destroyed. See, for example, Der Spiegel, 'Wunsiedel: Grabstätte von Hitler-Stellvertreter Heß aufgelöst' (21 July 2011). 26 For example, the remains of the 21 war criminals executed in the wake of the 1947 Auschwitz trial in Poland were taken to the University of Krakow.
British, who persisted in the notion of a discreet interment conducted by prison staff. 27 The latter's stance was confirmed in a directive from the Office of the Deputy Military Governor in December 1945 which stated:
Bodies of executed war criminals shall be buried without publicity or ceremony and without any signs to indicate positions of their graves, in unconsecrated ground in the prison precincts. 28 In practice, the remains of these individuals managed to attract a great deal of publicity throughout the post-war era. Indeed, far from curtailing discussion of the executed criminals, the Allies' handling of the corpses had the opposite effect, facilitating a victimhood mythology and leaving friends and relatives determined to know more about their loved ones' final moments. It quickly became clear that the Nazi past would not be easily buried.
The Executed of Hameln
One prison precinct that proved particularly controversial after 1945 was Hameln, which lay within the British zone of occupation. The region polled some of the highest NSDAP votes before 1933, and had been proud to be the birthplace of the parents of Horst Wessel, a Nazi party activist who was transformed into one of the movement's earliest martyrs following his death in 1930. 29 Lech und der Spöttinger Friedhof, 1944 -1958 (Oldenbourg, 2009 However, by the end of 1946, the available burial space was becoming full, even though corpses were buried three deep.
The overcrowding was then exacerbated by a change in policy concerning the preferred manner of execution.
Up until this point, executions of war criminals sentenced by British Military
Courts could be carried out by judicial hanging or firing squad. 35 The British
Army of the Rhine (BAOR) was responsible for organising 'shooting parties' to carry out the latter method. Army officials noted that, 'while this duty was naturally disliked, there were no real objections which could be raised to this procedure'. In 1947, however, the imminent arrival of younger men on their Many of the dead buried in the prison yard at Hameln are unlikely to have been mean criminals. At the least, the acts of many of them would, at the present time, no longer be punished with the death penalty. They left relatives who desire to remember the dead at their graves. Their right to do so cannot be disputed all the less as, according to German customs of former times, the corpse of an executed person would, at their request, be handed to the relatives. 49 The meaning of the phrase 'former times' in this statement is unclear, but there is scope for viewing this as an implicit comparison with practices under the Third Reich. As previously highlighted, the British were aware of the previous decrees on this issue; by proceeding to ignore those customs and refuse to divulge information on the disposal of the corpses, they opened the way for a host of West German criticism. An impression was thus being formed that the Nazis were more honourable in dealing with the dead than the Allied occupiers.
Meanwhile, by questioning the criminal nature of these figures, this source betrays incomprehension, or perhaps even a wilful ignorance, of the nature of National Socialist atrocities. It is worth emphasising that around 45 per cent of war criminals executed in Hameln were linked to concentration camps. 50 Some of them, then, were very 'mean' characters indeed.
It is therefore clear that an interesting discussion was taking place in Hameln.
Written protests about the lack of information were accompanied by attempts at enacting physical memorials, particularly to those interred within Friedhof am Wehl, to which the West German population had ready access. As with the burials within the prison grounds, these graves were unmarked and, commenting on the visitors making their way to this site, the Office of the Legal Advisor in the British zone reassured Foreign Office staff that 'the Germans do not know which grave is which in the case of more than one execution being carried out on the same day... In the case of single executions, they would know by the fact of there being one new grave.' 51 However, the lack of specific markers did not deter people from repeatedly laying flowers. They were reported in the press and members of the public could go and observe the proceedings first-hand if they so wished; notices of the executions had also been routinely posted by the prison authorities. Likewise, the previous petitions orchestrated by relatives of the deceased, the German War Graves Commission and the Ministry of Justice had already underscored the layers of local interest in these war criminals. However, as the national West German press now got hold of the story, it was treated as the discovery of a major scandal. Numerous articles stressed the clandestine nature of these burials, and the fact relatives had been denied the right to mourn the dead at a proper, marked graveside. The popular weekly, Illustrierte Post, for example, sensationalised the fact that the tending of these sites in any form had been strictly forbidden and described how any flowers that were delicately placed in the vicinity were cruelly thrown away by the British staff. 55 While such articles repeatedly implied that the British had behaved in a cruel, callous or inhumane manner, the Nazi perpetrators were treated in a far more sympathetic manner. The press routinely used inverted commas around the term 'war criminal', implicitly casting doubt on their involvement in Nazi atrocities. The Illustrierte Post referred to the dead as 'political detainees', while both the tabloid Bild Zeitung and the Hannoversche Allgemeine Zeitung used the term 'survivors' to refer to those war criminals who had been transferred from
Hameln to another prison. 56 The corpses, then, were portrayed as victims of defeat, occupation and victors' justice -a sentiment that fitted into wider currents of German victimhood that circulated in the immediate post-war era. 57 Bild-Zeitung labelled the prison burial ground a 'Yard of Horror', while at the most extreme, 'news' of the Hameln bodies was presented as the equivalent of the discovery of the Katyn massacre, suggesting that the effects of Josef Goebbels's wartime propaganda still held some resonance for elements of the German population. 58 At no point in these articles was there any meaningful engagement with the crimes these former Nazis had committed. A memorandum within the UK High Commission in Germany noted:
Fortschritt... [a Neo-Nazi publication] complains that the people buried in Hameln were denied a proper funeral such as is accorded to even a common murderer. It might be worthwhile pointing out that the people concerned were extremely uncommon murderers... 59
This message, though, did not appear to sink in.
Finally, in early 1954, the government of Lower Saxony announced the exhumation and reburial of the remains interred in the grounds of Hameln prison. Bild-Zeitung was one of several newspapers to express its hope that this meant 'the dead will find... that peace which has so long been denied them '. 60 The Finance Ministry of Lower Saxony pledged DM20,000 to cover the cost of providing individual coffins and burial plots for the remains, yet the Land government actually opted to continue earlier Allied policy and rebury the corpses in mass rather than individual graves. Despite the recent blaze of publicity surrounding the executed war criminals, it was also decided to try and rebury them on an undisclosed date, away from the prying eyes of the press or potential demonstrators. In part, this move appears to have been successful; there is no report on the reburial of the remains in the local Hameln press, other than a brief piece announcing the town's intentions in March 1954. 61 At the same time, though, it appears that at least five of the criminal corpses were identified, and four of these were exhumed yet again and transferred to alternative cemeteries, presumably sites of familial significance. 62 The reburial of convicted, executed war criminals also proved highly contentious within the international community. Best. 163 Nr. 68, Commentators within the British Foreign Office, however, privately dismissed the reburial as an act of 'extraordinary stupidity'. 65 Undiscouraged, German officials back in Lower Saxony insisted that they were only acting out of concern for the relatives, rather than any political motives. They also made it clear that by transferring the remains to a more accessible, public place they hoped to quickly put an end to local, 'undesirable agitation'. 66 Again, then, we see the expectation that the past can -quite literally -be buried once and for all, enabling the nation as a whole to move on.
The Significance of the Hameln Executed Corpses
The Hameln controversy reveals an almost cyclical process of silence or reticence about the past, followed by moments of highly emotive protest, and then a desire to draw a line under the whole Nazi legacy once and for all. This case study clearly highlights the limits of Holocaust engagement in post-war war criminals' relatives, and a wider reluctance to countenance the fact that the perpetrators of the Holocaust could be devoted family men and women. The preferred West German image of National Socialism throughout the post-war period was one that depicted it as coming from 'somewhere else'. There was a retreat into local customs and traditions after 1945 in an attempt to present an alternative, healthier German history and portray Nazism as an alien force, an aberration. 67 The remains of executed war criminals under local soil, however, challenged these post-war community narratives.
When justifying the decision to rebury those interred in the prison grounds, the authorities in Lower Saxony spoke of the sympathy that had to be extended for the 'embarrassed' relatives of some of the 'less notorious criminals'. 68 It was a comment that again suggested a lack of understanding regarding the organisation of the Holocaust, and an unwillingness to accept the guilt of all of the executed. Here, then, was a means of trying to reconcile the image of weeping relatives to the Hameln bodies: distinguishing between the likes of Josef
Kramer -'the Beast of Belsen' -and the rest of the executed facilitated the belief that very few of these corpses belonged to major offenders. As a result, the blame for Nazi atrocities could, in turn, be placed on a just a radical, sadistic few.
Such logic could, of course, only be facilitated by not asking awkward questions about the events of the Third Reich.
Examining the post-execution history of Nazi war criminals raises the issue as to whether there are perpetrators who have committed such heinous crimes that they have forsaken all right to have a 'decent' funeral. Certainly for many former victims of Nazism, even hanging was seen as 'too good' for the war criminals, let alone the prospect of a neatly tended, marked individual grave. Others, however, refuted this, arguing that showing respect for the dead, whoever they may have been in life, was a fundamental moral duty, regardless of religious faith. Formed in response to a town council proposal to level the site, the Bürgerinitiative insisted it was 'not a political group or a circle of comrades or the bereaved', but a group keen to protect the graves of 'victims of war and the postwar era', regardless of their nationality. 73 In a peculiar turn of events, once people had come forward to assume responsibility for Plot CIII, the site was allowed to persist; CI, however, was levelled, creating a situation where perpetrators could be remembered while the graves of their victims were allowed to disappear. Furthermore, the Bürgerinitiative's activities went beyond simply keeping the cemetery plot free from weeds. On the eve of Volkstrauertag (National Day of Mourning), 1975, it placed a series of wooden crosses and wreathes on the site, a move that again equated the executed war criminals with victims of war and tyranny. 74 Subsequent years also saw attempts at producing individual memorial plaques for each of the executed war criminals and in 1978
there was even a short-lived proposal to erect a permanent memorial, complete with the inscription, 'crime and punishment -misery and death -victims and retribution'. 75 Earlier postwar mythologies of German victimhood, Allied aggression and victors' justice thus continued to flourish in the late 1970s and beyond. It was not until 1986, in the wake of the FAP demonstrations and a related television documentary on the cemetery, that the town council finally took the decision to completely level Plot CIII as well. 76 It was a move that came a year after Ronald
Reagan's inflammatory visit to Bitburg Military Cemetery (which contained SS graves), and in the midst of the widely-publicised Historikerstreit in which leading West German historians debated the very need to keep talking about the Nazi past. 77 By removing the crosses and levelling the burial site in Hameln, the notion re-emerged that destroying physical reminders of Nazism would render it truly dead, harking back to the Allies' original intentions.
Today, the public narrative of the Second World War in Hameln is reversed: Plot CIII is overgrown with stinging nettles and other weeds while memorial stones have been placed in both CI and outside the former Hameln prison to remember those killed by the Nazis; likewise, the noticeboard at the entrance to the cemetery highlights the location of CI while CIII is omitted altogether. 78 
